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Justifies absolute domination over other creatures. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

67.  We are not God. The earth was here before us 
and it has been given to us. This allows us to respond to 
the charge that JudaeoChristian thinking, on the basis 
of the Genesis account which grants man “dominion” 
over the earth (cf. Gen 1:28), has encouraged the 
unbridled exploitation of nature by painting him as 
domineering and destructive by nature. This is not a 
correct interpretation of the Bible as understood by the 
Church. Although it is true that we Christians have at 
times incorrectly interpreted the Scriptures, nowadays 
we must forcefully reject the notion that our being 
created in God’s image and given dominion over the 
earth justifies absolute domination over other 
creatures. The biblical texts are to be read in their 
context, with an appropriate hermeneutic, recognizing 
that they tell us to “till and keep” the garden of the 
world (cf. Gen 2:15). “Tilling” refers to cultivating, 
ploughing or working, while “keeping” means caring, 
protecting, overseeing and preserving. This implies a 
relationship of mutual responsibility between human 
beings and nature. Each community can take from the 
bounty of the earth whatever it needs for subsistence, 
but it also has the duty to protect the earth and to 
ensure its fruitfulness for coming generations. “The 
earth is the Lord’s” (Ps 24:1); to him belongs “the 
earth with all that is within it” (Dt 10:14). Thus God 
rejects every claim to absolute ownership: “The land 
shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; for 
you are strangers and sojourners with me” (Lev 25:23). 
 

  101.  It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms without acknowledging the human 
origins of the ecological crisis. A certain way of understanding human life and activity has 
gone awry, to the serious detriment of the world around us. Should we not pause and 
consider this? At this stage, I propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm 
and the place of human beings and of human action in the world. 
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My note 
 

As a non Christian reader I have gone through this 

document twice. If some points are forgotten, I may 

need to read it again. As a student of religion and 

Indian traditional Knowledge System, I have my idea 

about a Pope or Christian Leader, who will support and 

argue in favor of human domination over nature, who 

will propagate to teach and train other human beings 

considering them ignorant, uncivilized and uncultured. 

He will establish superiority of human being and 

especially Christians, in turn which provides them 

right over nature and entire humanity to use as per 

their will, on the basis that God has him/her this 

nature, same or similar as Holy Father has accepted the 

influence of this idea as domination of human being, 

but explained as a mislead by Christians and powerful 

society of developed countries too. 
 

It is a Christian mind set, which is prevailing in all 

knowledge systems either originated or developed in 

western world and thereafter accepted by others. 

Modern Science and technology doo follow this trend. 

There were so many Ideas and prejudices already I 

have and thus I was careful about those while reading 

this Document. 

 



 
 

5 
 

I am sorry but glad too as I found this document 

different. May God be graceful to Holy Father Francis 

for his kind, noble and brave effort in favor of 

Ecology, poor people, reality and his advanced 

progressive look for looking after our common home. 

 

This document is well arranged in terms of its contents 

and approach. I have prepared this booklet based upon 

findings and explanations given in this document for 

such readers, activists, religious persons of different 

traditions, who also think that questions of Ecology 

cannot be answered by mere technical suggestions 

without addressing issues related with Politics and 

market mechanism, specially supported by the science 

and technology. 

 

Keeping in the mind as stated above for convenience 

of a general reader I have arranged some exurbs in 

different order to suit them. Care has been taken about 

the actual meaning and its context. 
 

I found useless to explain the content accepting its 

simplicity and authenticity in terms of its serious 

concern over the issue, well raised and dealt with. This 

document succeeds to explain the meaning of two 

words “to keep” and to “till” having noble and 

generous view. I recognize that this document comes 

from the Christian Catholic Tradition, therefore no 
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question needed to be raised, why other religions have 

not been taken in to the account. Holy Father Francis 

has accepted existence and importance of other 

traditions/cultures with due respect to them. 
 

Though, most of issues have been discussed in this 

document but there are some points of differences, 

needed to be redressed and reconsidered. For reading 

this book open mind is must. As the father belongs to a 

particular tradition of a religion, usually he has 

referred his sculpture and debate or discussion on that. 

Other one may refer his own tradition of religion or 

culture, which is actually needed to find out common 

solution and resolution to save and care our common 

home. 
 

I hope, this will be useful in drawing attention of some 

more Christian non Christian friends, who have 

concern with Ecology, society, religion, the nature – 

our Common Home. For the sake of quick reference 

Paragraph numbers of the exurbs from these 

documents have been mentioned with the text in 

starting of Paragraphs for the sake of verification and 

detailed reading. 
 

Wishing our pleasant Home and proper wisdom to 

“Keep” it and “Till” it. 

 

Ravindra, Kumar Pathak 



 
 

7 
 

Till and Keep 

 

A Scenario 
1.  “Laudato si’, mi’ Signore” – “Praise be to you, my 

Lord”. In the words of this beautiful canticle, Saint Francis of 

Assisi reminds us that our common home is like a sister with 

whom we share our life and a beautiful mother who opens her 

arms to embrace us. “Praise be to you, my Lord, through our 

Sister, Mother Earth, who sustains and governs us, and who 

produces various fruit with coloured flowers and herbs”.1 

 

2.  This sister now cries out to us because of the harm we 

have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse of 

the goods with which God has endowed her. We have come 

to see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder 

her at will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded by 

sin, is also reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident in 

the soil, in the water, in the air and in all forms of life. This is 

why the earth herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the 

most abandoned and maltreated of our poor; she “groans in 

travail” (Rom 8:22). We have forgotten that we ourselves are 

dust of the earth (cf. Gen 2:7); our very bodies are made up 

 

6.  My predecessor Benedict XVI likewise proposed 

“eliminating the structural causes of the dysfunctions of the 

world economy and correcting models of growth which have 

proved incapable of ensuring respect for the environment”.10 

He observed that the world cannot be analyzed by isolating 

only one of its aspects, since “the book of nature is one and 
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indivisible”, and includes the environment, life, sexuality, the 

family, social relations, and so forth. It follows that “the 

deterioration of nature is closely connected to the culture 

which shapes human coexistence”.11 Pope Benedict asked us 

to recognize that the natural environment has been gravely 

damaged by our irresponsible behaviour. The social 

environment has also suffered damage. Both are ultimately 

due to the same evil: the notion that there are no indisputable 

truths to guide our lives, and hence human freedom is 

limitless. We have forgotten that “man is not only a freedom 

which he creates for himself. Man does not create himself. He 

is spirit and will, but also nature”.12 With paternal concern, 

Benedict urged us to realize that creation is harmed “where 

we ourselves have the final word, where everything is simply 

our property and we use it for ourselves alone. The misuse of 

creation begins when we no longer recognize any higher 

instance than ourselves, when we see nothing else but 

ourselves”.13 

 

7.  These statements of the Popes echo the reflections of 

numerous scientists, philosophers, theologians and civic 

groups, all of which have enriched the Church’s thinking on 

these questions. Outside the Catholic Church, other Churches 

and Christian communities – and other religions as well – 

have expressed deep concern and offered valuable reflections 

on issues which all of us find disturbing. To give just one 

striking example, I would mention the statements made by 

the beloved Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, with whom 

we share the hope of full ecclesial communion. 
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14.  I urgently appeal, then, for a new dialogue about how 

we are shaping the future of our planet. We need a 

conversation which includes everyone, since the 

environmental challenge we are undergoing, and its human 

roots, concern and affect us all. The worldwide ecological 

movement has already made considerable progress and led to 

the establishment of numerous organizations committed to 

raising awareness of these challenges. Regrettably, many 

efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis 

have proved ineffective, not only because of powerful 

opposition but also because of a more general lack of interest. 

Obstructionist attitudes, even on the part of believers, can 

range from denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant 

resignation or blind confidence in technical solutions. We 

require a new and universal solidarity. As the bishops of 

Southern Africa have stated: “Everyone’s talents and 

involvement are needed to redress the damage caused by 

human abuse of God’s creation”. 22 All of us can cooperate as 

instruments of God for the care of creation, each according to 

his or her own culture, experience, involvements and talents. 

 

15.  It is my hope that this Encyclical Letter, which is now 

added to the body of the Church’s social teaching, can help us 

to acknowledge the appeal, immensity and urgency of the 

challenge we face. I will begin by briefly reviewing several 

aspects of the present ecological crisis, with the aim of 

drawing on the results of the best scientific research available 

today, letting them touch us deeply and provide a concrete 

foundation for the ethical and spiritual itinerary that follows. I 

will then consider some principles drawn from the 

JudaeoChristian tradition which can render our commitment 
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to the environment more coherent. I will then attempt to get 

to the roots of the present situation, so as to consider not only 

its symptoms but also its deepest causes. This will help to 

provide an approach to ecology which respects our unique 

place as human beings in this world and our relationship to 

our surroundings. In light of this reflection, I will advance 

some broader proposals for dialogue and action which would 

involve each of us as individuals, and also affect international 

policy. Finally, convinced as I am that change is impossible 

without motivation and a process of education, I will offer 

some inspired guidelines for human development to be found 

in the treasure of Christian spiritual experience. 

 

17.  Theological and philosophical reflections on the 

situation of humanity and the world can sound tiresome and 

abstract, unless they are grounded in a fresh analysis of our 

present situation, which is in many ways unprecedented in the 

history of humanity. So, before considering how faith brings 

new incentives and requirements with regard to the world of 

which we are a part, I will briefly turn to what is happening to 

our common home. 

 

22.  These problems are closely linked to a throwaway 

culture which affects the excluded just as it quickly reduces 

things to rubbish. To cite one example, most of the paper we 

produce is thrown away and not recycled. It is hard for us to 

accept that the way natural ecosystems work is exemplary: 

plants synthesize nutrients which feed herbivores; these in 

turn become food for carnivores, which produce significant 

quantities of organic waste which give rise to new 

generations of plants. But our industrial system, at the end of 
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its cycle of production and consumption, has not developed 

the capacity to absorb and reuse waste and byproducts. We 

have not yet managed to adopt a circular model of production 

capable of preserving resources for present and future 

generations, while limiting as much as possible the use of 

nonrenewable resources, moderating their consumption, 

maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recycling them. A 

serious consideration of this issue would be one way of 

counteracting the throwaway culture which affects the entire 

planet, but it must be said that only limited progress has been 

made in this regard. least the human causes which produce or 

aggravate it. It is true that there are other factors (such as 

volcanic activity, variations in the earth’s orbit and axis, the 

solar cycle), yet a number of scientific studies indicate that 

most global warming in recent decades is due to the great 

concentration of greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane, 

nitrogen oxides and others) released mainly as a result of 

human activity. As these gases build up in the atmosphere, 

they hamper the escape of heat produced by sunlight at the 

earth’s surface. The problem is aggravated by a model of 

development based on the intensive use of fossil fuels, which 

is at the heart of the worldwide energy system. Another 

determining factor has been an increase in changed uses of 

the soil, principally deforestation for agricultural purposes. 

 

26.  Many of those who possess more resources and 

economic or political power seem mostly to be concerned 

with masking the problems or concealing their symptoms, 

simply making efforts to reduce some of the negative impacts 

of climate change. However, many of these symptoms 

indicate that such effects will continue to worsen if we 
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continue with current models of production and consumption. 

There is an urgent need to develop policies so that, in the next 

few years, the emission of carbon dioxide and other highly 

polluting gases can be drastically reduced, for example, 

substituting for fossil fuels and developing sources of 

renewable energy. Worldwide there is minimal access to 

clean and renewable energy. There is still a need to develop 

adequate storage technologies. Some countries have made 

considerable progress, although it is far from constituting a 

significant proportion. Investments have also been made in 

means of production and transportation which consume less 

energy and require fewer raw materials, as well as in methods 

of construction and renovating buildings which improve their 

energy efficiency. But these good practices are still far from 

widespread. 

 

27.  Other indicators of the present situation have to do with 

the depletion of natural resources. We all know that it is not 

possible to sustain the present level of consumption in 

developed countries and wealthier sectors of society, where 

the habit of wasting and discarding has reached 

unprecedented levels. The exploitation of the planet has 

already exceeded acceptable limits and we still have not 

solved the problem of poverty. 

 

32.  The earth’s resources are also being plundered because 

of shortsighted approaches to the economy, commerce and 

production. The loss of forests and woodlands entails the loss 

of species which may constitute extremely important 

resources in the future, not only for food but also for curing 

disease and other uses. Different species contain genes which 
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could be key resources in years ahead for meeting human 

needs and regulating environmental problems. 

 

35.  In assessing the environmental impact of any project, 

concern is usually shown for its effects on soil, water and air, 

yet few careful studies are made of its impact on biodiversity, 

as if the loss of species or animals and plant groups were of 

little importance. Highways, new plantations, the fencing off 

of certain areas, the damming of water sources, and similar 

developments, crowd out natural habitats and, at times, break 

them up in such a way that animal populations can no longer 

migrate or roam freely. As a result, some species face 

extinction. Alternatives exist which at least lessen the impact 

of these projects, like the creation of biological corridors, but 

few countries demonstrate such concern and foresight. 

Frequently, when certain species are exploited commercially, 

little attention is paid to studying their reproductive patterns 

in order to prevent their depletion and the consequent 

imbalance of the ecosystem. 

 

43.  Human beings too are creatures of this world, enjoying 

a right to life and happiness, and endowed with unique 

dignity. So we cannot fail to consider the effects on people’s 

lives of environmental deterioration, current models of 

development and the throwaway culture. 

 

44.  Nowadays, for example, we are conscious of the 

disproportionate and unruly growth of many cities, which 

have become unhealthy to live in, not only because of 

pollution caused by toxic emissions but also as a result of 

urban chaos, poor transportation, and visual pollution and 
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noise. Many cities are huge, inefficient structures, excessively 

wasteful of energy and water. Neighbourhoods, even those 

recently built, are congested, chaotic and lacking in sufficient 

green space. We were not meant to be inundated by cement, 

asphalt, glass and metal, and deprived of physical contact 

with nature. 

 

47.  Furthermore, when media and the digital world become 

omnipresent, their influence can stop people from learning 

how to live wisely, to think deeply and to love generously. In 

this context, the great sages of the past run the risk of going 

unheard amid the noise and distractions of an information 

overload. Efforts need to be made to help these media 

become sources of new cultural progress for humanity and 

not a threat to our deepest riches. True wisdom, as the fruit of 

self examination, dialogue and generous encounter between 

persons, is not acquired by a mere accumulation of data 

which eventually leads to overload and confusion, a sort of 

mental pollution. Real relationships with others, with all the 

challenges they entail, now tend to be replaced by a type of 

internet communication which enables us to choose or 

eliminate relationships at whim, thus giving rise to a new 

type of contrived emotion which has more to do with devices 

and displays than with other people and with nature. Today’s 

media do enable us to communicate and to share our 

knowledge and affections. Yet at times they also shield us 

from direct contact with the pain, the fears and the joys of 

others and the complexity of their personal experiences. For 

this reason, we should be concerned that, alongside the 

exciting possibilities offered by these media, a deep and 
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melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or a 

harmful sense of isolation, can also arise. 

 

48.  The human environment and the natural environment 

deteriorate together; we cannot adequately combat 

environmental degradation unless we attend to causes related 

to human and social degradation. In fact, the deterioration of 

the environment and of society affects the most vulnerable 

people on the planet: “Both everyday experience and 

scientific research show that the gravest effects of all attacks 

on the environment are suffered by the poorest”.26 For 

example, the depletion of fishing reserves especially hurts 

small fishing communities without the means to replace those 

resources; water pollution particularly affects the poor who 

cannot buy bottled water; and rises in the sea level mainly 

affect impoverished coastal populations who have nowhere 

else to go. The impact of present imbalances is also seen in 

the premature death of many of the poor, in conflicts sparked 

by the shortage of resources, and in any number of other 

problems which are insufficiently represented on global 

agendas.27 

 

49.  It needs to be said that, generally speaking, there is 

little in the way of clear awareness of problems which 

especially affect the excluded. Yet they are the majority of 

the planet’s population, billions of people. These days, they 

are mentioned in international political and economic 

discussions, but one often has the impression that their 

problems are brought up as an afterthought, a question which 

gets added almost out of duty or in a tangential way, if not 

treated merely as collateral damage. Indeed, when all is said 
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and done, they frequently remain at the bottom of the pile. 

This is due partly to the fact that many professionals, opinion 

makers, communications media and centers of power, being 

located in affluent urban areas, are far removed from the 

poor, with little direct contact with their problems. They live 

and reason from the comfortable position of a high level of 

development and a quality of life well beyond the reach of 

the majority of the world’s population. This lack of physical 

contact and encounter, encouraged at times by the 

disintegration of our cities, can lead to a numbing of 

conscience and to tendentious analyses which neglect parts of 

reality. At times this attitude exists side by side with a 

“green” rhetoric. Today, however, we have to realize that a 

true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; 

it must integrate questions of justice in debates on the 

environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the 

cry of the poor. 

 

50.  Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and 

thinking of how the world can be different, some can only 

propose a reduction in the birth rate. At times, developing 

countries face forms of international pressure which make 

economic assistance contingent on certain policies of 

“reproductive health”. Yet “while it is true that an unequal 

distribution of the population and of available resources 

creates obstacles to development and a sustainable use of the 

environment, it must nonetheless be recognized that 

demographic growth is fully compatible with an integral and 

shared development”.28 To blame population growth instead 

of extreme and selective consumerism on the part of some, is 

one way of refusing to face the issues. It is an attempt to 
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legitimize the present model of distribution, where a minority 

believes that it has the right to consume in a way which can 

never be universalized, since the planet could not even 

contain the waste products of such consumption. 

………………… 

 

60.  Finally, we need to acknowledge that different 

approaches and lines of thought have emerged regarding this 

situation and its possible solutions. At one extreme, we find 

those who doggedly uphold the myth of progress and tell us 

that ecological problems will solve themselves simply with 

the application of new technology and without any need for 

ethical considerations or deep change. At the other extreme 

are those who view men and women and all their 

interventions as no more than a threat, jeopardizing the global 

ecosystem, and consequently the presence of human beings 

on the planet should be reduced and all forms of intervention 

prohibited. Viable future scenarios will have to be generated 

between these extremes, since there is no one path to a 

solution. This makes a variety of proposals possible, all 

capable of entering into dialogue with a view to developing 

comprehensive solutions. 

 

154.  Respect for our dignity as human beings often jars 

with the chaotic realities that people have to endure in city 

life. Yet this should not make us overlook the abandonment 

and neglect also experienced by some rural populations 

which lack access to essential services and where some 

workers are reduced to conditions of servitude, without rights 

or even the hope of a more dignified life. 
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75.  A spirituality which forgets God as all powerful and 

Creator is not acceptable. That is how we end up worshipping 

earthly powers, or ourselves usurping the place of God, even 

to the point of claiming an unlimited right to trample his 

creation underfoot. The best way to restore men and women 

to their rightful place, putting an end to their claim to 

absolute dominion over the earth, is to speak once more of 

the figure of a Father who creates and who alone owns the 

world. Otherwise, human beings will always try to impose 

their own laws and interests on reality. 

 

104.  Yet it must also be recognized that nuclear energy, 

biotechnology, information technology, knowledge of our 

DNA, and many other abilities which we have acquired, have 

given us tremendous power. More precisely, they have given 

those with the knowledge, and especially the economic 

resources to use them, an impressive dominance over the 

whole of humanity and the entire world. Never has humanity 

had such power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will be 

used wisely, particularly when we consider how it is currently 

being used. We need but think of the nuclear bombs dropped 

in the middle of the twentieth century, or the array of 

technology which Nazism, Communism and other totalitarian 

regimes have employed to kill millions of people, to say 

nothing of the increasingly deadly arsenal of weapons 

available for modern warfare. In whose hands does all this 

power lie, or will it eventually end up? It is extremely risky 

for a small part of humanity to have it. 

 

105.  There is a tendency to believe that every increase in 

power means “an increase of ‘progress’ itself ”, an advance in 
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“security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; …an assimilation 

of new values into the stream of culture”,83 as if reality, 

goodness and truth automatically flow from technological 

and economic power as such. The fact is that “contemporary 

man has not been trained to use power well”,84 because our 

immense technological development has not been 

accompanied by a development in human responsibility, 

values and conscience. Each age tends to have only a meager 

awareness of its own limitations. It is possible that we do not 

grasp the gravity of the challenges now before us. “The risk is 

growing day by day that man will not use his power as he 

should”; in effect, “power is never considered in terms of the 

responsibility of choice which is inherent in freedom” since 

its “only norms are taken from alleged necessity, from either 

utility or security”.85 But human beings are not completely 

autonomous. Our freedom fades when it is handed over to the 

blind forces of the unconscious, of immediate needs, of self 

interest, and of violence. In this sense, we stand naked and 

exposed in the face of our ever increasing power, lacking the 

wherewithal to control it. We have certain superficial 

mechanisms, but we cannot claim to have a sound ethics, a 

culture and spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and 

teaching clear minded self  restraint and its development 

according to an undifferentiated and one dimensional 

paradigm. This paradigm exalts the concept of a subject who, 

using logical and rational procedures, progressively 

approaches and gains control over an external object. This 

subject makes every effort to establish the scientific and 

experimental method, which in itself is already a technique of 

possession, mastery and transformation. It is as if the subject 

were to find itself in the presence of something formless, 
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completely open to manipulation. Men and women have 

constantly intervened in nature, but for a long time this meant 

being in tune with and respecting the possibilities offered by 

the things themselves. It was a matter of receiving what 

nature itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, by 

contrast, we are the ones to lay our hands on things, 

attempting to extract everything possible from them while 

frequently ignoring or forgetting the reality in front of us. 

Human beings and material objects no longer extend a 

friendly hand to one another; the relationship has become 

confrontational. This has made it easy to accept the idea of 

infinite or unlimited growth, which proves so attractive to 

economists, financiers and experts in technology. It is based 

on the lie that there is an infinite supply of the earth’s goods, 

and this leads to the planet being squeezed dry beyond every 

limit. It is the false notion that “an infinite quantity of energy 

and resources are available, that it is possible to renew them 

quickly, and that the negative effects of the exploitation of 

the natural order can be easily absorbed”.86 

 

106.  The basic problem goes even deeper: it is the way that 

humanity has taken up technology and its development 

according to an undifferentiated and one dimensional 

paradigm. This paradigm exalts the concept of a subject who, 

using logical and rational procedures, progressively 

approaches and gains control over an external object. This 

subject makes every effort to establish the scientific and 

experimental method, which in itself is already a technique of 

possession, mastery and transformation. It is as if the subject 

were to find itself in the presence of something formless, 

completely open to manipulation. Men and women have 
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constantly intervened in nature, but for a long time this meant 

being in tune with and respecting the possibilities offered by 

the things themselves. It was a matter of receiving what 

nature itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, by 

contrast, we are the ones to lay our hands on things, 

attempting to extract everything possible from them while 

frequently ignoring or forgetting the reality in front of us. 

Human beings and material objects no longer extend a 

friendly hand to one another; the relationship has become 

confrontational. This has made it easy to accept the idea of 

infinite or unlimited growth, which proves so attractive to 

economists, financiers and experts in technology. It is based 

on the lie that there is an infinite supply of the earth’s goods, 

and this leads to the planet being squeezed dry beyond every 

limit. It is the false notion that “an infinite quantity of energy 

and resources are available, that it is possible to renew them 

quickly, and that the negative effects of the exploitation of 

the natural order can be easily absorbed”.86 

 

107.  It can be said that many problems of today’s world 

stem from the tendency, at times unconscious, to make the 

method and aims of science and technology an 

epistemological paradigm which shapes the lives of 

individuals and the workings of society. The effects of 

imposing this model on reality as a whole, human and social, 

are seen in the deterioration of the environment, but this is 

just one sign of a reductionism which affects every aspect of 

human and social life. We have to accept that technological 

products are not neutral, for they create a framework which 

ends up conditioning lifestyles and shaping social 

possibilities along the lines dictated by the interests of certain 
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powerful groups. Decisions which may seem purely 

instrumental are in reality decisions about the kind of society 

we want to build. 

 

113.  There is also the fact that people no longer seem to 

believe in a happy future; they no longer have blind trust in a 

better tomorrow based on the present state of the world and 

our technical abilities. There is a growing awareness that 

scientific and technological progress cannot be equated with 

the progress of humanity and history, a growing sense that 

the way to a better future lies elsewhere. This is not to reject 

the possibilities which technology continues to offer us. But 

humanity has changed profoundly, and the accumulation of 

constant novelties exalts a superficiality which pulls us in one 

direction. It becomes difficult to pause and recover depth in 

life. If architecture reflects the spirit of an age, our mega 

structures and drab apartment blocks express the spirit of 

globalized technology, where a constant flood of new 

products coexists with a tedious monotony. Let us refuse to 

resign ourselves to this, and continue to wonder about the 

purpose and meaning of everything. Otherwise we would 

simply legitimate the present situation and need new forms of 

escapism to help us endure the emptiness. 

 

170.  Some strategies for lowering pollutant gas emissions 

call for the internationalization of environmental costs, which 

would risk imposing on countries with fewer resources 

burdensome commitments to reducing emissions comparable 

to those of the more industrialized countries. Imposing such 

measures penalizes those countries most in need of 

development. A further injustice is perpetrated under the 



 
 

23 
 

guise of protecting the environment. Here also, the poor end 

up paying the price. Furthermore, since the effects of climate 

change will be felt for a long time to come, even if stringent 

measures are taken now, some countries with scarce 

resources will require assistance in adapting to the effects 

already being produced, which affect their economies. In this 

context, there is a need for common and differentiated 

responsibilities. As the bishops of Bolivia have stated, “the 

countries which have benefited from a high degree of 

industrialization, at the cost of enormous emissions of 

greenhouse gases, have a greater responsibility for providing 

a solution to the problems they have caused”. 

 

 

171.  The strategy of buying and selling “carbon credits” 

can lead to a new form of speculation which would not help 

reduce the emission of polluting gases worldwide. This 

system seems to provide a quick and easy solution under the 

guise of a certain commitment to the environment, but in no 

way does it allow for the radical change which present 

circumstances require. Rather, it may simply become a ploy 

which permits maintaining the excessive consumption of 

some countries and sectors. 
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B  Central Issues 
 

116.  Modernity has been marked by an excessive 

anthropocentrism which today, under another guise, 

continues to stand in the way of shared understanding and of 

any effort to strengthen social bonds. The time has come to 

pay renewed attention to reality and the limits it imposes; this 

in turn is the condition for a more sound and fruitful 

development of individuals and society. An inadequate 

presentation of Christian anthropology gave rise to a wrong 

understanding of the relationship between human beings and 

the world. Often, what was handed on was a Promethean 

vision of mastery over the world, which gave the impression 

that the protection of nature was something that only the 

fainthearted cared about. Instead, our “dominion” over the 

universe should be understood more properly in the sense of 

responsible stewardship. 

 

117.  Neglecting to monitor the harm done to nature and the 

environmental impact of our decisions is only the most 

striking sign of a disregard for the message contained in the 

structures of nature itself. When we fail to acknowledge as 

part of reality the worth of a poor person, a human embryo, a 

person with disabilities – to offer just a few examples – it 

becomes difficult to hear the cry of nature itself; everything is 

connected. Once the human being declares independence 

from reality and behaves with absolute dominion, the very 

foundations of our life begin to crumble, for “instead of 

carrying out his role as a cooperator with God in the work of 
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creation, man sets himself up in place of God and thus ends 

up provoking a rebellion on the part of nature”.95 

 

118.  This situation has led to a constant schizophrenia, 

wherein a technocracy which sees no intrinsic value in lesser 

beings coexists with the other extreme, which sees no special 

value in human beings. But one cannot prescind from 

humanity. There can be no renewal of our relationship with 

nature without a renewal of humanity itself. There can be no 

ecology without an adequate anthropology. When the human 

person is considered as simply one being among others, the 

product of chance or physical determinism, then “our overall 

sense of responsibility wanes”.96 A misguided 

anthropocentrism need not necessarily yield to “biocentrism”, 

for that would entail adding yet another imbalance, failing to 

solve present problems and adding new ones. Human beings 

cannot be expected to feel responsibility for the world unless, 

at the same time, their unique capacities of knowledge, will, 

freedom and responsibility are recognized and valued. 

 

124.  Any approach to an integral ecology, which by 

definition does not exclude human beings, needs to take 

account of the value of labour, as Saint John Paul II wisely 

noted in his Encyclical Laborem Exercens. According to the 

biblical account of creation, God placed man and woman in 

the garden he had created (cf. Gen 2:15) not only to preserve 

it (“keep”) but also to make it fruitful (“till”). Labourers and 

craftsmen thus “maintain the fabric of the world” (Sir 38:34). 

Developing the created world in a prudent way is the best 

way of caring for it, as this means that we ourselves become 

the instrument used by God to bring out the potential which 
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he himself inscribed in things: “The Lord created medicines 

out of the earth, and a sensible man will not despise them” 

(Sir 38:4). 

 

139.  When we speak of the “environment”, what we really 

mean is a relationship existing between nature and the society 

which lives in it. Nature cannot be regarded as something 

separate from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. 

We are part of nature, included in it and thus in constant 

interaction with it. Recognizing the reasons why a given area 

is polluted requires a study of the workings of society, its 

economy, its behaviour patterns, and the ways it grasps 

reality. Given the scale of change, it is no longer possible to 

find a specific, discrete answer for each part of the problem. 

It is essential to seek comprehensive solutions which consider 

the interactions within natural systems themselves and with 

social systems. We are faced not with two separate crises, one 

environmental and the other social, but rather with one 

complex crisis which is both social and environmental. 

Strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach to 

combating poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at 

the same time protecting nature. 

 

145.  Many intensive forms of environmental exploitation 

and degradation not only exhaust the resources which provide 

local communities with their livelihood, but also undo the 

social structures which, for a long time, shaped cultural 

identity and their sense of the meaning of life and 

community. The disappearance of a culture can be just as 

serious, or even more serious, than the disappearance of a 

species of plant or animal. The imposition of a dominant 
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lifestyle linked to a single form of production can be just as 

harmful as the altering of ecosystems. 

 

146.  In this sense, it is essential to show special care for 

indigenous communities and their cultural traditions. They 

are not merely one minority among others, but should be the 

principal dialogue partners, especially when large projects 

affecting their land are proposed. For them, land is not a 

commodity but rather a gift from God and from their 

ancestors who rest there, a sacred space with which they need 

to interact if they are to maintain their identity and values. 

When they remain on their land, they themselves care for it 

best. Nevertheless, in various parts of the world, pressure is 

being put on them to abandon their homelands to make room 

for agricultural or mining projects which are undertaken 

without regard for the degradation of nature and culture. 

 

156.  An integral ecology is inseparable from the notion of 

the common good, a central and unifying principle of social 

ethics. The common good is “the sum of those conditions of 

social life which allow social groups and their individual 

members relatively thorough and ready access to their own 

fulfilment”.122 

 

 

160.  What kind of world do we want to leave to those who 

come after us, to children who are now growing up? This 

question not only concerns the environment in isolation; the 

issue cannot be approached piecemeal. When we ask 

ourselves what kind of world we want to leave behind, we 

think in the first place of its general direction, its meaning 
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and its values. Unless we struggle with these deeper issues, I 

do not believe that our concern for ecology will produce 

significant results. But if those issues are courageously faced, 

we are led inexorably to ask other pointed questions: What is 

the purpose of our life in this world? Why are we here? What 

is the goal of our work and all our efforts? What need does 

the earth have of us? It is no longer enough, then, simply to 

state that we should be concerned for future generations. We 

need to see that what is at stake is our own dignity. Leaving 

an inhabitable planet to future generations is, first and 

foremost, up to us. The issue is one which dramatically 

affects us, for it has to do with the ultimate meaning of our 

earthly sojourn. 

 

202.  Many things have to change course, but it is we 

human beings above all who need to change. We lack an 

awareness of our common origin, of our mutual belonging, 

and of a future to be shared with everyone. This basic 

awareness would enable the development of new convictions, 

attitudes and forms of life. A great cultural, spiritual and 

educational challenge stands before us, and it will demand 

that we set out on the long path of renewal. 

 

203.  Since the market tends to promote extreme 

consumerism in an effort to sell its products, people can 

easily get caught up in a whirlwind of needless buying and 

spending. Compulsive consumerism is one example of how 

the techno-economic paradigm affects individuals. Romano 

Guardini had already foreseen this: “The gadgets and 

techniques forced upon him by the patterns of machine 

production and of abstract planning mass man accepts quite 
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simply; they are the forms of life itself. To either a greater or 

lesser degree mass man is convinced that his conformity is 

both reasonable and just”.144 This paradigm leads people to 

believe that they are free as long as they have the supposed 

freedom to consume. But those really free are the minority 

who wield economic and financial power. Amid this 

confusion, postmodern humanity has not yet achieved a new 

self awareness capable of offering guidance and direction, 

and this lack of identity is a source of anxiety. We have too 

many means and only a few insubstantial ends. 

 

204.  The current global situation engenders a feeling of 

instability and uncertainty, which in turn becomes “a seedbed 

for collective selfishness”.145 When people become self 

centered and self enclosed, their greed increases. The emptier 

a person’s heart is, the more he or she needs things to buy, 

own and consume. It becomes almost impossible to accept 

the limits imposed by reality. In this horizon, a genuine sense 

of the common good also disappears. As these attitudes 

become more widespread, social norms are respected only to 

the extent that they do not clash with personal needs. So our 

concern cannot be limited merely to the threat of extreme 

weather events, but must also extend to the catastrophic 

consequences of social unrest. Obsession with a consumerist 

lifestyle, above all when few people are capable of 

maintaining it, can only lead to violence and mutual 

destruction. 

 

66.  The creation accounts in the book of Genesis contain, 

in their own symbolic and narrative language, profound 

teachings about human existence and its historical reality. 
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They suggest that human life is grounded in three 

fundamental and closely intertwined relationships: with God, 

with our neighbour and with the earth itself. According to the 

Bible, these three vital relationships have been broken, both 

outwardly and within us. This rupture is sin. The harmony 

between the Creator, humanity and creation as a whole was 

disrupted by our presuming to take the place of God and 

refusing to acknowledge our creaturely limitations. This in 

turn distorted our mandate to “have dominion” over the earth 

(cf. Gen 1:28), to “till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). As a result, 

the originally harmonious relationship between human beings 

and nature became conflictual (cf. Gen 3:1719). It is 

significant that the harmony which Saint Francis of Assisi 

experienced with all creatures was seen as a healing of that 

rupture. Saint Bonaventure held that, through universal 

reconciliation with every creature, Saint Francis in some way 

returned to the state of original innocence.40 This is a far cry 

from our situation today, where sin is manifest in all its 

destructive power in wars, the various forms of violence and 

abuse, the abandonment of the most vulnerable, and attacks 

on nature. 

 

67.  We are not God. The earth was here before us and it 

has been given to us. This allows us to respond to the charge 

that Judaeo-Christian thinking, on the basis of the Genesis 

account which grants man “dominion” over the earth (cf. Gen 

1:28), has encouraged the unbridled exploitation of nature by 

painting him as domineering and destructive by nature. This 

is not a correct interpretation of the Bible as understood by 

the Church. Although it is true that we Christians have at 

times incorrectly interpreted the Scriptures, nowadays we 
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must forcefully reject the notion that our being created in 

God’s image and given dominion over the earth justifies 

absolute domination over other creatures. The biblical texts 

are to be read in their context, with an appropriate 

hermeneutic, recognizing that they tell us to “till and keep” 

the garden of the world (cf. Gen 2:15). “Tilling” refers to 

cultivating, ploughing or working, while “keeping” means 

caring, protecting, overseeing and preserving. This implies a 

relationship of mutual responsibility between human beings 

and nature. Each community can take from the bounty of the 

earth whatever it needs for subsistence, but it also has the 

duty to protect the earth and to ensure its fruitfulness for 

coming generations. “The earth is the Lord’s” (Ps 24:1); to 

him belongs “the earth with all that is within it” (Dt 10:14). 

Thus God rejects every claim to absolute ownership: “The 

land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; for 

you are strangers and sojourners with me” (Lev 25:23). 

 

 

69.  Together with our obligation to use the earth’s goods 

responsibly, we are called to recognize that other living 

beings have a value of their own in God’s eyes: “by their 

mere existence they bless him and give him glory”,41 and 

indeed, “the Lord rejoices in all his works” (Ps 104:31). By 

virtue of our unique dignity and our gift of intelligence, we 

are called to respect creation and its inherent laws, for “the 

Lord by wisdom founded the earth” (Prov 3:19). In our time, 

the Church does not simply state that other creatures are 

completely subordinated to the good of human beings, as if 

they have no worth in themselves and can be treated as we 

wish. The German bishops have taught that, where other 



 
 

32 
 

creatures are concerned, “we can speak of the priority of 

being over that of being useful”.42 The Catechism clearly and 

forcefully criticizes a distorted anthropocentrism: “Each 

creature possesses its own particular goodness and 

perfection… Each of the various creatures, willed in its own 

being, reflects in its own way a ray of God’s infinite wisdom 

and goodness. Man must therefore respect the particular 

goodness of every creature, to avoid any disordered use of 

things”.43 

 

123.  The culture of relativism is the same disorder which 

drives one person to take advantage of another, to treat others 

as mere objects, imposing forced labour on them or enslaving 

them to pay their debts. The same kind of thinking leads to 

the sexual exploitation of children and abandonment of the 

elderly who no longer serve our interests. It is also the 

mindset of those who say: Let us allow the invisible forces of 

the market to regulate the economy, and consider their impact 

on society and nature as collateral damage. In the absence of 

objective truths or sound principles other than the satisfaction 

of our own desires and immediate needs, what limits can be 

placed on human trafficking, organized crime, the drug trade, 

commerce in blood diamonds and the fur of endangered 

species? Is it not the same relativistic logic which justifies 

buying the organs of the poor for resale or use in 

experimentation, or eliminating children because they are not 

what their parents wanted? This same “use and throw away” 

logic generates so much waste, because of the disordered 

desire to consume more than what is really necessary. We 

should not think that political efforts or the force of law will 

be sufficient to prevent actions which affect the environment 
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because, when the culture itself is corrupt and objective truth 

and universally valid principles are no longer upheld, then 

laws can only be seen as arbitrary impositions or obstacles to 

be avoided. 
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C  The Real Integrated Ecology 
 

 

62.  Why should this document, addressed to all people of 

good will, include a chapter dealing with the convictions of 

believers? I am well aware that in the areas of politics and 

philosophy there are those who firmly reject the idea of a 

Creator, or consider it irrelevant, and consequently dismiss as 

irrational the rich contribution which religions can make 

towards an integral ecology and the full development of 

humanity. Others view religions simply as a subculture to be 

tolerated. Nonetheless, science and religion, with their 

distinctive approaches to understanding reality, can enter into 

an intense dialogue fruitful for both. 

 

71.  Although “the wickedness of man was great in the 

earth” (Gen 6:5) and the Lord “was sorry that he had made 

man on the earth” (Gen 6:6), nonetheless, through Noah, who 

remained innocent and just, God decided to open a path of 

salvation. In this way he gave humanity the chance of a new 

beginning. All it takes is one good person to restore hope! 

The biblical tradition clearly shows that this renewal entails 

recovering and respecting the rhythms inscribed in nature by 

the hand of the Creator. We see this, for example, in the law 

of the Sabbath. On the seventh day, God rested from all his 

work. He commanded Israel to set aside each seventh day as 

a day of rest, a Sabbath, (cf. Gen 2:23; Ex 16:23; 20:10). 

Similarly, every seven years, a sabbatical year was set aside 

for Israel, a complete rest for the land (cf. Lev 25:14), when 

sowing was forbidden and one reaped only what was 
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necessary to live on and to feed one’s household (cf. Lev 

25:46). Finally, after seven weeks of years, which is to say 

forty nine years, the Jubilee was celebrated as a year of 

general forgiveness and “liberty throughout the land for all its 

inhabitants” (cf. Lev 25:10). This law came about as an 

attempt to ensure balance and fairness in their relationships 

with others and with the land on which they lived and 

worked. At the same time, it was an acknowledgment that the 

gift of the earth with its fruits belongs to everyone. Those 

who tilled and kept the land were obliged to share its fruits, 

especially with the poor, with widows, orphans and 

foreigners in their midst: “When you reap the harvest of your 

land, you shall not reap your field to its very border, neither 

shall you gather the gleanings after the harvest. And you shall 

not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the 

fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the 

poor and for the sojourner” (Lev 19:910). 

 

76.  In the JudaeoChristian tradition, the word “creation” 

has a broader meaning than “nature”, for it has to do with 

God’s loving plan in which every creature has its own value 

and significance. Nature is usually seen as a system which 

can be studied, understood and controlled, whereas creation 

can only be understood as a gift from the outstretched hand of 

the Father of all, and as a reality illuminated by the love 

which calls us together into universal communion. 

 

78.  At the same time, JudaeoChristian thought 

demythologized nature. While continuing to admire its 

grandeur and immensity, it no longer saw nature as divine. In 

doing so, it emphasizes all the more our human responsibility 
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for nature. This rediscovery of nature can never be at the cost 

of the freedom and responsibility of human beings who, as 

part of the world, have the duty to cultivate their abilities in 

order to protect it and develop its potential. If we 

acknowledge the value and the fragility of nature and, at the 

same time, our Godgiven abilities, we can finally leave 

behind the modern myth of unlimited material progress. A 

fragile world, entrusted by God to human care, challenges us 

to devise intelligent ways of directing, developing and 

limiting our power. God is intimately present to each being, 

without impinging on the autonomy of his creature, and this 

gives rise to the rightful autonomy of earthly affairs.50 His 

divine presence, which ensures the subsistence and growth of 

each being, “continues the work of creation”.51 The Spirit of 

God has filled the universe with possibilities and therefore, 

from the very heart of things, something new can always 

emerge: “Nature is nothing other than a certain kind of art, 

namely God’s art, impressed upon things, whereby those 

things are moved to a determinate end. It is as if a shipbuilder 

were able to give timbers the wherewithal to move 

themselves to take the form of a ship”.52 

 

81.  Human beings, even if we postulate a process of 

evolution, also possess a uniqueness which cannot be fully 

explained by the evolution of other open systems. Each of us 

has his or her own personal identity and is capable of entering 

into dialogue with others and with God himself. Our capacity 

to reason, to develop arguments, to be inventive, to interpret 

reality and to create art, along with other not yet discovered 

capacities, are signs of a uniqueness which transcends the 

spheres of physics and biology. The sheer novelty involved in 
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the emergence of a personal being within a material universe 

presupposes a direct action of God and a particular call to life 

and to relationship on the part of a “Thou” who addresses 

himself to another “thou”. The biblical accounts of creation 

invite us to see each human being as a subject who can never 

be reduced to the status of an object. 

 

83.  The ultimate destiny of the universe is in the fullness of 

God, which has already been attained by the risen Christ, the 

measure of the maturity of all things.53 Here we can add yet 

another argument for rejecting every tyrannical and 

irresponsible domination of human beings over other 

creatures. The ultimate purpose of other creatures is not to be 

found in us. Rather, all creatures are moving forward with us 

and through us towards a common point of arrival, which is 

God, in that transcendent fullness where the risen Christ 

embraces and illumines all things. Human beings, endowed 

with intelligence and love, and drawn by the fullness of 

Christ, are called to lead all creatures back to their Creator. 

 

101.  It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms 

without acknowledging the human origins of the ecological 

crisis. A certain way of understanding human life and activity 

has gone awry, to the serious detriment of the world around 

us. Should we not pause and consider this? At this stage, I 

propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm 

and the place of human beings and of human action in the 

world. 

 

102.  Humanity has entered a new era in which our 

technical prowess has brought us to a crossroads. We are the 
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beneficiaries of two centuries of enormous waves of change: 

steam engines, railways, the telegraph, electricity, 

automobiles, aeroplanes, chemical industries, modern 

medicine, information technology and, more recently, the 

digital revolution, robotics, biotechnologies and 

nanotechnologies. It is right to rejoice in these advances and 

to be excited by the immense possibilities which they 

continue to open up before us, for “science and technology 

are wonderful products of a God given human creativity”.81 

The modification of nature for useful purposes has 

distinguished the human family from the beginning; 

technology itself “expresses the inner tension that impels man 

gradually to overcome material limitations”.82 Technology 

has remedied countless evils which used to harm and limit 

human beings. How can we not feel gratitude and 

appreciation for this progress, especially in the fields of 

medicine, engineering and communications? How could we 

not acknowledge the work of many scientists and engineers 

who have provided alternatives to make development 

sustainable? 

 

108.  The idea of promoting a different cultural paradigm 

and employing technology as a mere instrument is nowadays 

inconceivable. The technological paradigm has become so 

dominant that it would be difficult to do without its resources 

and even more difficult to utilize them without being 

dominated by their internal logic. It has become 

countercultural to choose a lifestyle whose goals are even 

partly independent of technology, of its costs and its power to 

globalize and make us all the same. Technology tends to 

absorb everything into its ironclad logic, and those who are 
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surrounded with technology “know full well that it moves 

forward in the final analysis neither for profit nor for the 

wellbeing of the human race”, that “in the most radical sense 

of the term power is its motive – a lordship over all”.87 As a 

result, “man seizes hold of the naked elements of both nature 

and human nature”.88 Our capacity for making decisions, a 

more genuine freedom and the space for each one’s 

alternative creativity are diminished. 

 

109.  The technocratic paradigm also tends to dominate 

economic and political life. The economy accepts every 

advance in technology with a view to profit, without concern 

for its potentially negative impact on human beings. Finance 

overwhelms the real economy. The lessons of the global 

financial crisis have not been assimilated, and we are learning 

all too slowly the lessons of environmental deterioration. 

Some circles maintain that current economics and technology 

will solve all environmental problems, and argue, in popular 

and nontechnical terms, that the problems of global hunger 

and poverty will be resolved simply by market growth. They 

are less concerned with certain economic theories which 

today scarcely anybody dares defend, than with their actual 

operation in the functioning of the economy. They may not 

affirm such theories with words, but nonetheless support 

them with their deeds by showing no interest in more 

balanced levels of production, a better distribution of wealth, 

concern for the environment and the rights of future 

generations. Their behaviour shows that for them maximizing 

profits is enough. Yet by itself the market cannot guarantee 

integral human development and social inclusion.89 At the 

same time, we have “a sort of ‘super development’ of a 
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wasteful and consumerist kind which forms an unacceptable 

contrast with the ongoing situations of dehumanizing 

deprivation”,90 while we are all too slow in developing 

economic institutions and social initiatives which can give the 

poor regular access to basic resources. We fail to see the 

deepest roots of our present failures, which have to do with 

the direction, goals, meaning and social implications of 

technological and economic growth. 

 

110.  The specialization which belongs to technology 

makes it difficult to see the larger picture. The fragmentation 

of knowledge proves helpful for concrete applications, and 

yet  

it often leads to a loss of appreciation for the whole, for the 

relationships between things, and for the broader horizon, 

which then becomes irrelevant. This very fact makes it hard 

to find adequate ways of solving the more complex problems 

of today’s world, particularly those regarding the 

environment and the poor; these problems cannot be dealt 

with from a single perspective or from a single set of 

interests. A science which would offer solutions to the great 

issues would necessarily have to take into account the data 

generated by other fields of knowledge, including philosophy 

and social ethics; but this is a difficult habit to acquire today. 

Nor are there genuine ethical horizons to which one can 

appeal. Life gradually becomes a surrender to situations 

conditioned by technology, itself viewed as the principal key 

to the meaning of existence. In the concrete situation 

confronting us, there are a number of symptoms which point 

to what is wrong, such as environmental degradation, anxiety, 
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a loss of the purpose of life and of community living. Once 

more we see that “realities are more important than ideas”.91 

 

111.  Ecological culture cannot be reduced to a series of 

urgent and partial responses to the immediate problems of 

pollution, environmental decay and the depletion of natural 

resources. There needs to be a distinctive way of looking at 

things, a way of thinking, policies, an educational 

programme, a lifestyle and a spirituality which together 

generate resistance to the assault of the technocratic 

paradigm. Otherwise, even the best ecological initiatives can 

find themselves caught up in the same globalized logic. To 

seek only a technical remedy to each environmental problem 

which comes up is to separate what is in reality 

interconnected and to mask the true and deepest problems of 

the global system. 

 

114.  All of this shows the urgent need for us to move 

forward in a bold cultural revolution. Science and technology 

are not neutral; from the beginning to the end of a process, 

various intentions and possibilities are in play and can take on 

distinct shapes. Nobody is suggesting a return to the Stone 

Age, but we do need to slow down and look at reality in a 

different way, to appropriate the positive and sustainable 

progress which has been made, but also to recover the values 

and the great goals swept away by our unrestrained delusions 

of grandeur.  

 

119.  Nor must the critique of a misguided 

anthropocentrism underestimate the importance of 

interpersonal relations. If the present ecological crisis is one 
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small sign of the ethical, cultural and spiritual crisis of 

modernity, we cannot presume to heal our relationship with 

nature and the environment without healing all fundamental 

human relationships. Christian thought sees human beings as 

possessing a particular dignity above other creatures; it thus 

inculcates esteem for each person and respect for others. Our 

openness to others, each of whom is a “thou” capable of 

knowing, loving and entering into dialogue, remains the 

source of our nobility as human persons. A correct 

relationship with the created world demands that we not 

weaken this social dimension of openness to others, much 

less the transcendent dimension of our openness to the 

“Thou” of God. Our relationship with the environment can 

never be isolated from our relationship with others and with 

God. Otherwise, it would be nothing more than romantic 

individualism dressed up in ecological garb, locking us into a 

stifling immanence. 

 

120.  Since everything is interrelated, concern for the 

protection of nature is also incompatible with the justification 

of abortion. How can we genuinely teach the importance of 

concern for other vulnerable beings, however troublesome or 

inconvenient they may be, if we fail to protect a human 

embryo, even when its presence is un comfortable and creates 

difficulties? “If personal and social sensitivity towards the 

acceptance of the new life is lost, then other forms of 

acceptance that are valuable for society also wither away”.97 

 

126.  We can also look to the great tradition of 

monasticism. Originally, it was a kind of flight from the 

world, an escape from the decadence of the cities. The monks 
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sought the desert, convinced that it was the best place for 

encountering the presence of God. Later, Saint Benedict of 

Norcia proposed that his monks live in community, 

combining prayer and spiritual reading with manual labour 

(ora et labora). Seeing manual labour as spiritually 

meaningful proved revolutionary. Personal growth and 

sanctification came to be sought in the interplay of 

recollection and work. This way of experiencing work makes 

us more protective and respectful of the environment; it 

imbues our relationship to the world with a healthy sobriety.  

 

128.  We were created with a vocation to work. The 

goal should not be that technological progress increasingly 

replace human work, for this would be detrimental to 

humanity. Work is a necessity, part of the meaning of life on 

this earth, a path to growth, human development and personal 

fulfillment. Helping the poor financially must always be a 

provisional solution in the face of pressing needs. The 

broader objective should always be to allow them a dignified 

life through work. Yet the orientation of the economy has 

favoured a kind of technological progress in which the costs 

of production are reduced by laying off workers and 

replacing them with machines. This is yet another way in 

which we can end up working against ourselves. The loss of 

jobs also has a negative impact on the economy “through the 

progressive erosion of social capital: the network of 

relationships of trust, dependability, and respect for rules, all 

of which are indispensable for any form of civil 

coexistence”.104 In other words, “human costs always include 

economic costs, and economic dysfunctions always involve 
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human costs”.105 To stop investing in people, in order to gain 

greater shortterm financial gain, is bad business for society. 

 

129.  In order to continue providing employment, it is 

imperative to promote an economy which favours productive 

diversity and business creativity. For example, there is a great 

variety of small scale food production systems which feed the 

greater part of the world’s peoples, using a modest amount of 

land and producing less waste, be it in small agricultural 

parcels, in orchards and gardens, hunting and wild harvesting  

or local fishing. Economies of scale, especially in the 

agricultural sector, end up forcing smallholders to sell their 

land or to abandon their traditional crops. Their attempts to 

move to other, more diversified, means of production prove 

fruitless because of the difficulty of linkage with regional and 

global markets, or because the infrastructure for sales and 

transport is geared to larger businesses. Civil authorities have 

the right and duty to adopt clear and firm measures in support 

of small producers and differentiated production. To ensure 

economic freedom from which all can effectively benefit, 

restraints occasionally have to be imposed on those 

possessing greater resources and financial power. To claim 

economic freedom while real conditions bar many people 

from actual access to it, and while possibilities for 

employment continue to shrink, is to practice a doublespeak 

which brings politics into disrepute. Business is a noble 

vocation, directed to producing wealth and improving our 

world. It can be a fruitful source of prosperity for the areas in 

which it operates, especially if it sees the creation of jobs as 

an essential part of its service to the common good. 
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138.  Ecology studies the relationship between living 

organisms and the environment in which they develop. This 

necessarily entails reflection and debate about the conditions 

required for the life and survival of society, and the honesty 

needed to question certain models of development, 

production and consumption. It cannot be emphasized enough 

how everything is interconnected. Time and space are not 

independent of one another, and not even atoms or subatomic 

particles can be considered in isolation. Just as the different 

aspects of the planet – physical, chemical and biological – are 

interrelated, so too living species are part of a network which 

we will never fully explore and understand. A good part of 

our genetic code is shared by many living beings. It follows 

that the fragmentation of knowledge and the isolation of bits 

of information can actually become a form of ignorance, 

unless they are integrated into a broader vision of reality. 

 

150.  Given the interrelationship between living space and 

human behaviour, those who design buildings, 

neighbourhoods, public spaces and cities, ought to draw on 

the various disciplines which help us to understand people’s 

thought processes, symbolic language and ways of acting. It 

is not enough to seek the beauty of design. More precious still 

is the service we offer to another kind of beauty: people’s 

quality of life, their adaptation to the environment, encounter 

and mutual assistance. Here too, we see how important it is 

that urban planning always take into consideration the views 

of those who will live in these areas. 

 

155.  Human ecology also implies another profound reality: 

the relationship between human life and the moral law, which 
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is inscribed in our nature and is necessary for the creation of a 

more dignified environment. Pope Benedict XVI spoke of an 

“ecology of man”, based on the fact that “man too has a 

nature that he must respect and that he cannot manipulate at 

will”.120 It is enough to recognize that our body itself 

establishes us in a direct relationship with the environment 

and with other living beings. The acceptance of our bodies as 

God’s gift is vital for welcoming and accepting the entire 

world as a gift from the Father and our common home, 

whereas thinking that we enjoy absolute power over our own 

bodies turns, often subtly, into thinking that we enjoy 

absolute power over creation. Learning to accept our body, to 

care for it and to respect its fullest meaning, is an essential 

element of any genuine human ecology. Also, valuing one’s 

own body in its femininity or masculinity is necessary if I am 

going to be able to recognize myself in an encounter with 

someone who is different. In this way we can joyfully accept 

the specific gifts of another man or woman, the work of God 

the Creator, and find mutual enrichment. It is not a healthy 

attitude which would seek “to cancel out sexual difference 

because it no longer knows how to confront it”.121 
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D Need of a New Politics 
 
 

135.  Certainly, these issues require constant attention and a 

concern for their ethical implications. A broad, responsible 

scientific and social debate needs to take place, one capable 

of considering all the available information and of calling 

things by their name. It sometimes happens that complete 

information is not put on the table; a selection is made on the 

basis of particular interests, be they politicoeconomic or 

ideological. This makes it difficult to reach a balanced and 

prudent judgment on different questions, one which takes into 

account all the pertinent variables. Discussions are needed in 

which all those directly or indirectly affected (farmers, 

consumers, civil authorities, scientists, seed producers, people 

living near fumigated fields, and others) can make known 

their problems and concerns, and have access to adequate and 

reliable information in order to make decisions for the 

common good, present and future. This is a complex 

environmental issue; it calls for a comprehensive approach 

which would require, at the very least, greater efforts to 

finance various lines of independent, interdisciplinary 

research capable of shedding new light on the problem. 

 

136.  On the other hand, it is troubling that, when some 

ecological movements defend the integrity of the 

environment, rightly demanding that certain limits be 

imposed on scientific research, they sometimes fail to apply 

those same principles to human life. There is a tendency to 

justify transgressing all boundaries when experimentation is 

carried out on living human embryos. We forget that the 
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inalienable worth of a human being transcends his or her 

degree of development. In the same way, when technology 

disregards the great ethical principles, it ends up considering 

any practice whatsoever as licit. As we have seen in this 

chapter, a technology severed from ethics will not easily be 

able to limit its own power. 

 

142.  If everything is related, then the health of a society’s 

institutions has consequences for the environment and the 

quality of human life. “Every violation of solidarity and civic 

friendship harms the environment”.116 In this sense, social 

ecology is necessarily institutional, and gradually extends to 

the whole of society, from the primary social group, the 

family, to the wider local, national and international 

communities. Within each social stratum, and between them, 

institutions develop to regulate human relationships. 

Anything which weakens those institutions has negative 

consequences, such as injustice, violence and loss of 

freedom. A number of countries have a relatively low level of 

institutional effectiveness, which results in greater problems 

for their people while benefiting those who profit from this 

situation. Whether in the administration of the state, the 

various levels of civil society, or relationships between 

individuals themselves, lack of respect for the law is 

becoming more common. Laws may be well framed yet 

remain a dead letter. Can we hope, then, that in such cases, 

legislation and regulations dealing with the environment will 

really prove effective? We know, for example, that countries 

which have clear legislation about the protection of forests 

continue to keep silent as they watch laws repeatedly being 

broken. Moreover, what takes place in any one area can have 
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a direct or indirect influence on other areas. Thus, for 

example, drug use in affluent societies creates a continual and 

growing demand for products imported from poorer regions, 

where behaviour is corrupted, lives are destroyed, and the 

environment continues to deteriorate. 

 

141.  Economic growth, for its part, tends to produce 

predictable reactions and a certain standardization with the 

aim of simplifying procedures and reducing costs. This 

suggests the need for an “economic ecology” capable of 

appealing to a broader vision of reality. The protection of the 

environment is in fact “an integral part of the development 

process and cannot be considered in isolation from it”.114 We 

urgently need a humanism capable of bringing together the 

different fields of knowledge, including economics, in the 

service of a more integral and integrating vision. Today, the 

analysis of environmental problems cannot be separated from 

the analysis of human, family, work related and urban 

contexts, nor from how individuals relate to themselves, 

which leads in turn to how they relate to others and to the 

environment. There is an interrelation between ecosystems 

and between the various spheres of social interaction, 

demonstrating yet again that “the whole is greater than the 

part”.115 

 

 

143.  Together with the patrimony of nature, there is also an 

historic, artistic and cultural patrimony which is likewise 

under threat. This patrimony is a part of the shared identity of 

each place and a foundation upon which to build a habitable 

city. It is not a matter of tearing down and building new 
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cities, supposedly more respectful of the environment yet not 

always more attractive to live in. Rather, there is a need to 

incorporate the history, culture and architecture of each place, 

thus preserving its original identity. Ecology, then, also 

involves protecting the cultural treasures of humanity in the 

broadest sense. More specifically, it calls for greater attention 

to local cultures when studying environmental problems, 

favouring a dialogue between scientific technical language 

and the language of the people. Culture is more than what we 

have inherited from the past; it is also, and above all, a living, 

dynamic and participatory present reality, which cannot be 

excluded as we rethink the relationship between human 

beings and the environment. 

 

172.  For poor countries, the priorities must be to eliminate 

extreme poverty and to promote the social development of 

their people. At the same time, they need to acknowledge the 

scandalous level of consumption in some privileged sectors 

of their population and to combat corruption more 

effectively. They are likewise bound to develop less polluting 

forms of energy production, but to do so they require the help 

of countries which have experienced great growth at the cost 

of the ongoing pollution of the planet. Taking advantage of 

abundant solar energy will require the establishment of 

mechanisms and subsidies which allow developing countries 

access to technology transfer, technical assistance and 

financial resources, but in a way which respects their concrete 

situations, since “the compatibility of [infrastructures] with 

the context for which they have been designed is not always 

adequately assessed”.128 The costs of this would be low, 

compared to the risks of climate change. In any event, these 
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are primarily ethical decisions, rooted in solidarity between 

all peoples. 

 

174.  Let us also mention the system of governance of the 

oceans. International and regional conventions do exist, but 

fragmentation and the lack of strict mechanisms of 

regulation, control and penalization end up undermining these 

efforts. The growing problem of marine waste and the 

protection of the open seas represent particular challenges. 

What is needed, in effect, is an agreement on systems of 

governance for the whole range of so called “global 

commons”. 

 

175.  The same mindset which stands in the way of making 

radical decisions to reverse the trend of global warming also 

stands in the way of achieving the goal of eliminating 

poverty. A more responsible overall approach is needed to 

deal with both problems: the reduction of pollution and the 

development of poorer countries and regions. The twenty first 

century, while maintaining systems of governance inherited 

from the past, is witnessing a weakening of the power of 

nation states, chiefly because the economic and financial 

sectors, being transnational, tends to prevail over the 

political. Given this situation, it is essential to devise stronger 

and more efficiently organized international institutions, with 

functionaries who are appointed fairly by agreement among 

national governments, and empowered to impose sanctions.  

 

148.  An admirable creativity and generosity is shown by 

persons and groups who respond to environmental limitations 

by alleviating the adverse effects of their surroundings and 
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learning to live their lives amid disorder and uncertainty. For 

example, in some places, where the façades of buildings are 

derelict, people show great care for the interior of their 

homes, or find contentment in the kindness and friendliness 

of others. A wholesome social life can light up a seemingly 

undesirable environment. At times a commendable human 

ecology is practiced by the poor despite numerous hardships. 

The feeling of asphyxiation brought on by densely populated 

residential areas is countered if close and warm relationships 

develop, if communities are created, if the limitations of the 

environment are compensated for in the interior of each 

person who feels held within a network of solidarity and 

belonging. In this way, any place can turn from being a hell 

on earth into the setting for a dignified life. 

 

149.  The extreme poverty experienced in areas lacking 

harmony, open spaces or potential for integration, can lead to 

incidents of brutality and to exploitation by criminal 

organizations. In the unstable neighbourhoods of megacities, 

the daily experience of overcrowding and social anonymity 

can create a sense of uprootedness which spawns antisocial 

behaviour and violence. Nonetheless, I wish to insist that love 

always proves more powerful. Many people in these 

conditions are able to weave bonds of belonging and 

togetherness which convert overcrowding into an experience 

of community in which the walls of the ego are torn down 

and the barriers of selfishness overcome. This experience of a 

communitarian salvation often generates creative ideas for 

the improvement of a building or a neighbourhood.117 
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176.  There are not just winners and losers among 

countries, but within poorer countries themselves. Hence 

different responsibilities need to be identified. Questions 

related to the environment and economic development can no 

longer be approached only from the standpoint of differences 

between countries; they also call for greater attention to 

policies on the national and local levels. 

 

178.  A politics concerned with immediate results, 

supported by consumerist sectors of the population, is driven 

to produce short term growth. In response to electoral 

interests, governments are reluctant to upset the public with 

measures which could affect the level of consumption or 

create risks for foreign investment. The myopia of power 

politics delays the inclusion of a farsighted environmental 

agenda within the overall agenda of governments. Thus we 

forget that “time is greater than space”,130 that we are always 

more effective when we generate processes rather than 

holding on to positions of power. True statecraft is manifest 

when, in difficult times, we uphold high principles and think 

of the long term common good. Political powers do not find it 

easy to assume this duty in the work of nation building. 

 

179.  In some places, cooperatives are being developed to 

exploit renewable sources of energy which ensure local self 

sufficiency and even the sale of surplus energy. This simple 

example shows that, while the existing world order proves 

powerless to assume its responsibilities, local individuals and 

groups can make a real difference. They are able to instill a 

greater sense of responsibility, a strong sense of community, 

a readiness to protect others, a spirit of creativity and a deep 
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love for the land. They are also concerned about what they 

will eventually leave to their children and grandchildren. 

These values are deeply rooted in indigenous peoples. 

Because the enforcement of laws is at times inadequate due to 

corruption, public pressure has to be exerted in order to bring 

about decisive political action. Society, through 

nongovernmental organizations and intermediate groups, 

must put pressure on governments to develop more rigorous 

regulations, procedures and controls. Unless citizens control 

political power – national, regional and municipal – it will 

not be possible to control damage to the environment. Local 

legislation can be more effective, too, if agreements exist 

between neighbouring communities to support the same 

environmental policies. 

 

180.  There are no uniform recipes, because each country or 

region has its own problems and limitations. It is also true 

that political realism may call for transitional measures and 

technologies, so long as these are accompanied by the gradual 

framing and acceptance of binding commitments. At the 

same time, on the national and local levels, much still needs 

to be done, such as promoting ways of conserving energy. 

These would include favouring forms of industrial production 

with maximum energy efficiency and diminished use of raw 

materials, removing from the market products which are less 

energy efficient or more polluting, improving transport 

systems, and encouraging the construction and repair of 

buildings aimed at reducing their energy consumption and 

levels of pollution. Political activity on the local level could 

also be directed to modifying consumption, developing an 

economy of waste disposal and recycling, protecting certain 
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species and planning a diversified agriculture and the rotation 

of crops. Agriculture in poorer regions can be improved 

through investment in rural infrastructures, a better 

organization of local or national markets, systems of 

irrigation, and the development of techniques of sustainable 

agriculture. New forms of cooperation and community 

organization can be encouraged in order to defend the 

interests of small producers and preserve local ecosystems 

from destruction. Truly, much can be done! 

 

191.  Whenever these questions are raised, some react by 

accusing others of irrationally attempting to stand in the way 

of progress and human development. But we need to grow in 

the conviction that a decrease in the pace of production and 

consumption can at times give rise to another form of 

progress and development. Efforts to promote a sustainable 

use of natural resources are not a waste of money, but rather 

an investment capable of providing other economic benefits 

in the medium term. If we look at the larger picture, we can 

see that more diversified and innovative forms of production 

which impact less on the environment can prove very 

profitable. It is a matter of openness to different possibilities 

which do not involve stifling human creativity and its ideals 

of progress, but rather directing that energy along new 

channels. 

 

194.  For new models of progress to arise, there is a need to 

change “models of global development”;136 this will entail a 

responsible reflection on “the meaning of the economy and 

its goals with an eye to correcting its malfunctions and 

misapplications”.137 It is not enough to balance, in the 
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medium term, the protection of nature with financial gain, or 

the preservation of the environment with progress. Halfway 

measures simply delay the inevitable disaster. Put simply, it 

is a matter of redefining our notion of progress. A 

technological and economic development which does not 

leave in its wake a better world and an integrally higher 

quality of life cannot be considered progress. Frequently, in 

fact, people’s quality of life actually diminishes – by the 

deterioration of the environment, the low quality of food or 

the depletion of resources – in the midst of economic growth. 

In this context, talk of sustainable growth usually becomes a 

way of distracting attention and offering excuses. It absorbs 

the language and values of ecology into the categories of 

finance and technocracy, and the social and environmental 

responsibility of businesses often gets reduced to a series of 

marketing and image enhancing measures. 
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Suggested Steps 

 

89.  The created things of this world are not free of 

ownership: “For they are yours, O Lord, who love the living” 

(Wis 11:26). This is the basis of our conviction that, as part of 

the universe, called into being by one Father, all of us are 

linked by unseen bonds and together form a kind of universal 

family, a sublime communion which fills us with a sacred, 

affectionate and humble respect. Here I would reiterate that 

“God has joined us so closely to the world around us that we 

can feel the desertification of the soil almost as a physical 

ailment, and the extinction of a species as a painful 

disfigurement”.67 

 

 

147.  Authentic development includes efforts to bring about 

an integral improvement in the quality of human life, and this 

entails considering the setting in which people live their lives. 

These settings influence the way we think, feel and act. In our 

rooms, our homes, our workplaces and neighbourhoods, we 

use our environment as a way of expressing our identity. We 

make every effort to adapt to our environment, but when it is 

disorderly, chaotic or saturated with noise and ugliness, such 

overstimulation makes it difficult to find ourselves integrated 

and happy. 

 

201.  The majority of people living on our planet profess to 

be believers. This should spur religions to dialogue among 

themselves for the sake of protecting nature, defending the 

poor, and building networks of respect and fraternity. 

Dialogue among the various sciences is likewise needed, 
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since each can tend to become enclosed in its own language, 

while specialization leads to a certain isolation and the 

absolutization of its own field of knowledge. This prevents us 

from confronting environmental problems effectively. An 

open and respectful dialogue is also needed between the 

various ecological movements, among which ideological 

conflicts are not infrequently encountered. The gravity of the 

ecological crisis demands that we all look to the common 

good, embarking on a path of dialogue which requires 

patience, self discipline and generosity, always keeping in 

mind that “realities are greater than ideas”.143 

 

212.  We must not think that these efforts are not going to 

change the world. They benefit society, often unbeknown to 

us, for they call forth a goodness which, albeit unseen, 

inevitably tends to spread. Furthermore, such actions can 

restore our sense of selfe steem; they can enable us to live 

more fully and to feel that life on earth is worthwhile. 

 

196.  What happens with politics? Let us keep in mind the 

principle of subsidiarity, which grants freedom to develop the 

capabilities present at every level of society, while also 

demanding a greater sense of responsibility for the common 

good from those who wield greater power. Today, it is the 

case that some economic sectors exercise more power than 

states themselves. But economics without politics cannot be 

justified, since this would make it impossible to favour other 

ways of handling the various aspects of the present crisis. The 

mindset which leaves no room for sincere concern for the 

environment is the same mindset which lacks concern for the 

inclusion of the most vulnerable members of society. For “the 
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current model, with its emphasis on success and self reliance, 

does not appear to favour an investment in efforts to help the 

slow, the weak or the less talented to find opportunities in 

life”.139 

 

198.  Politics and the economy tend to blame each other 

when it comes to poverty and environmental degradation. It is 

to be hoped that they can acknowledge their own mistakes 

and find forms of interaction directed to the common good. 

While some are concerned only with financial gain, and 

others with holding on to or increasing their power, what we 

are left with are conflicts or spurious agreements where the 

last thing either party is concerned about is caring for the 

environment and protecting those who are most vulnerable. 

Here too, we see how true it is that “unity is greater than 

conflict”.140 

 

190.  Here too, it should always be kept in mind that 

“environmental protection cannot be assured solely on the 

basis of financial calculations of costs and benefits. The 

environment is one of those goods that cannot be adequately 

safeguarded or promoted by market forces”.134 Once more, 

we need to reject a magical conception of the market, which 

would suggest that problems can be solved simply by an 

increase in the profits of companies or individuals. Is it 

realistic to hope that those who are obsessed with maximizing 

profits will stop to reflect on the environmental damage 

which they will leave behind for future generations? Where 

profits alone count, there can be no thinking about the 

rhythms of nature, its phases of decay and regeneration, or 

the complexity of ecosystems which may be gravely upset by 
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human intervention. Moreover, biodiversity is considered at 

most a deposit of economic resources available for 

exploitation, with no serious thought for the real value of 

things, their significance for persons and cultures, or the 

concerns and needs of the poor. 
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E Points of  Difference/Reconsideration  

 

130.  In the philosophical and theological vision of the 

human being and of creation which I have presented, it is 

clear that the human person, endowed with reason and 

knowledge, is not an external factor to be excluded. While 

human intervention on plants and animals is permissible 

when it pertains to the necessities of human life, the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that 

experimentation on animals is morally acceptable only “if it 

remains within reasonable limits [and] contributes to caring 

for or saving human lives”.106 The Catechism firmly states 

that human power has limits and that “it is contrary to human 

dignity to cause animals to suffer or die needlessly”.107 All 

such use and experimentation “requires a religious respect for 

the integrity of creation”.108 

 

133.  It is difficult to make a general judgement about 

genetic modification (GM), whether vegetable or animal, 

medical or agricultural, since these vary greatly among 

themselves and call for specific considerations. The risks 

involved are not always due to the techniques used, but rather 

to their improper or excessive application. Genetic mutations, 

in fact, have often been, and continue to be, caused by nature 

itself. Nor are mutations caused by human intervention a 

modern phenomenon. The domestication of animals, the 

crossbreeding of species and other older and universally 

accepted practices can be mentioned as examples. We need 

but recall that scientific developments in GM cereals began 
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with the observation of natural bacteria which spontaneously 

modified plant genomes. In nature, however, this process is 

slow and cannot be compared to the fast pace induced by 

contemporary technological advances, even when the latter 

build upon several centuries of scientific progress. 

 

199.  It cannot be maintained that empirical science 

provides a complete explanation of life, the interplay of all 

creatures and the whole of reality. This would be to breach 

the limits imposed by its own methodology. If we reason only 

within the confines of the latter, little room would be left for 

aesthetic sensibility, poetry, or even reason’s ability to grasp 

the ultimate meaning and purpose of things.141 I would add 

that “religious classics can prove meaningful in every age; 

they have an enduring power to open new horizons… Is it 

reasonable and enlightened to dismiss certain writings simply 

because they arose in the context of religious belief?”142 It 

would be quite simplistic to think that ethical principles 

present themselves purely in the abstract, detached from any 

context. Nor does the fact that they may be couched in 

religious language detract from their value in public debate. 

The ethical principles capable of being apprehended by 

reason can always reappear in different guise and find 

expression in a variety of languages, including religious 

language. 

 

200.  Any technical solution which science claims to offer 

will be powerless to solve the serious problems of our world 

if humanity loses its compass, if we lose sight of the great 

motivations which make it possible for us to live in harmony, 

to make sacrifices and to treat others well. Believers 
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themselves must constantly feel challenged to live in a way 

consonant with their faith and not to contradict it by their 

actions. They need to be encouraged to be ever open to God’s 

grace and to draw constantly from their deepest convictions 

about love, justice and peace. If a mistaken understanding of 

our own principles has at times led us to justify mistreating 

nature, to exercise tyranny over creation, to engage in war, 

injustice and acts of violence, we believers should 

acknowledge that by so doing we were not faithful to the 

treasures of wisdom which we have been called to protect and 

preserve. Cultural limitations in different eras often affected 

the perception of these ethical and spiritual treasures, yet by 

constantly returning to their sources, religions will be better 

equipped to respond to today’s needs. 

 

76.  In the JudaeoChristian tradition, the word “creation” 

has a broader meaning than “nature”, for it has to do with 

God’s loving plan in which every creature has its own value 

and significance. Nature is usually seen as a system which 

can be studied, understood and controlled, whereas creation 

can only be understood as a gift from the outstretched hand of 

the Father of all, and as a reality illuminated by the love 

which calls us together into universal communion. 

 

220.  This conversion calls for a number of attitudes which 

together foster a spirit of generous care, full of tenderness. 

First, it entails gratitude and gratuitousness, a recognition that 

the world is God’s loving gift, and that we are called quietly 

to imitate his generosity in self sacrifice and good works: “Do 

not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing… 

and your Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Mt 
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6:34). It also entails a loving awareness that we are not 

disconnected from the rest of creatures, but joined in a 

splendid universal communion. As believers, we do not look 

at the world from without but from within, conscious of the 

bonds with which the Father has linked us to all beings. By 

developing our individual, Godgiven capacities, an ecological 

conversion can inspire us to greater creativity and enthusiasm 

in resolving the world’s problems and in offering ourselves to 

God “as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable” (Rom 12:1). 

We do not understand our superiority as a reason for personal 

glory or irresponsible dominion, but rather as a different 

capacity which, in its turn, entails a serious responsibility 

stemming from our faith. 


